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In 2010, the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) will celebrate its 30th anniversary of 
being an Australian television broadcaster. SBS is Australia’s multicultural public 
broadcaster, providing radio and television services in over 60 languages and, through its 
programming, aiming to reflect and contribute to the further development of Australia’s 
multicultural society. In their recent history of the organization, The SBS Story, Ien Ang, 
Gay Hawkins and Lamia Dabboussy describe SBS as ‘one of Australia’s most important 
cultural institutions’, as it ‘has given cultural diversity visibility in the media and in the 
process it has made Australian culture richer, more varied and more inclusive’ (Ang et. 
al., 2008: 1, 4). They argue that SBS Television in particular has carved out an 
internationally recognized profile for being a broadcaster that critically reflects on the 
challenges of a multicultural society, not only providing non-English language 
programming for Australia’s ethnic and other minorities, but providing all Australians 
with access to programming from throughout the world that facilitates cross-cultural 
communication and acts as ‘a force for integration … bringing together various viewpoint 
and experiences within a common pubic sphere’ (Ang et. al., 2008: 7).  
 
The history of SBS has been a contentious one, with ongoing debates about whether 
Australia needs a specialist multicultural broadcaster on the one hand, and whether SBS 
strays from its Charter remit to provide specialist and multicultural broadcasting services 
towards commercial populism or cosmopolitan elitism. O’Regan and Kolar-Panov 
observed this dilemma in 1993, when they wrote about SBS-TV being ‘continually 
caught in the contradiction basic to being a narrowcast national broadcaster: the desire to 
maximize the size of its narrowcast audience, and to maximize its services to particular, 
highly-defined constituencies’ (O’Regan and Kolar-Panov, 1993: 146). To these 
longstanding dilemmas can be added additional issues that SBS has had to manage. One 
is that SBS was established as a low-cost broadcaster, and it has consistently struggled to 
get budget appropriations for the Federal government to maintain its ongoing activities, 
and to undertake new initiatives, such as local production. Over the 1990s and 2000s, it 
has supplemented its government allocation with advertising revenue, but this has in turn 
fuelled criticisms that it has been shifting its focus away from programming aimed at less 
affluent ethnic communities and towards popular fare such as Top Gear and South Park. 
The funding dilemma for SBS in the 21st century becomes particularly acute when the 
growing significance of online media is recognised; as of 2009, SBS received no 
government funding for its online activities, and its Charter only refers to its role in 
providing radio and television services. As more and more media content is accessed 
through the broadband Internet, public broadcasters such as the ABC and SBS face the 
issue that - in contrast to their broadcast services - each incremental increase in demand 
for online content brings additional delivery costs, so they can face the “curse of rising 
popularity” as it increases costs without increasing revenue.  
 The papers presented in this edition of Media International Australia come out of a 
special panel session convened at the Australian and New Zealand Communications 
Association (ANZCA09) conference. It was held at the Queensland University of 
Technology in Brisbane, Australia on 8 July 2009, at a conference which had the theme 
of Communication, Creativity and Global Citizenship. We were pleased to have at the 
ANZCA09 conference Bruce Meagher, the Director of Strategy and Communication at 
SBS, and Valerio Veo, Executive Producer Online for SBS News and Current Affairs. 
They were joined on the panel by Professor Gay Hawkins from the University of New 
South Wales, and one of the authors of The SBS Story, and Professor Stuart Cunningham, 
Director of the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Creative Industries 
and Innovation, who is based in the Creative Industries Faculty at QUT.  
 
The panel members were asked to consider two sets of issues in their presentations. The 
first was how SBS has transformed thinking about the relationship between media and 
citizenship by shifting the focus of public service media towards minority populations in 
multicultural societies, and whether that would be sustainable in a 21st century context. It 
is worth noting that SBS has itself done considerable thinking about this issue, as 
evidenced by the Living Diversity report into the continuing salience of multicultural 
discourse as a means of capturing Australia’s cultural diversity (Ang et. al., 2002), and 
the Connecting Diversity study into how younger Australians understand 
multiculturalism (Ang et. al., 2006). The second issue for consideration was the 
implications of multi-platform media for the Charter remit of public service broadcasters 
and the rise of the broadband Internet as an alternative content distribution system. This 
question was raised in the context of the Department of Broadband, Communications and 
the Digital Economy (DBCDE) undertaking a review of national broadcasting in the 21st 
century for the Minister, Hon. Stephen Conroy, and with the digital future of public 
service broadcasters and associated changes to the Charters and funding arrangements for 
the ABC and SBS being a key issue under consideration by the DBCDE. I was part of a 
group which submitted to this review, arguing that the ABC and SBS should be 
reconceived as public service media organizations rather than public service broadcasters, 
developing a service-based and platform-neutral understanding of their Charter 
obligations in relation to content diversity and media citizenship (Flew et. al., 2008).  
 
The wider context of these debates are, of course, the transformations occurring from the 
one-to-many mass communications models that dominated the 20th century, towards 
various manifestations of participatory media culture, enabled by the Internet and 
networked digital media technologies, and promoting not only niche media but do-it-
yourself (DIY) and do-it-with-others (DIWO) social media (Jenkins 2006; Shirky 2008). 
In this rapidly changing socio-technical context, there is a blurring of lines of authority 
and information flow between producers and consumers of media, leading to the rise of 
what Bruns (2008) has termed the produser, or the media user that publishes and 
disseminates digital content as well as consuming media. Just as these developments pose 
dilemmas for incumbent media about new business models for a media environment 
characterised by information abundance and empowered users (McNair 2006), they also 
present challenges to the ideological authority of journalists as the media professionals 
best able to interpret social reality and to provide a gatekeeping function over the flow of 
informational content on behalf of a passive public. What NYU Professor Jay Rosen 
referred to as ‘the people formerly known as the audience’ (Rosen 2008) are increasingly 
using social media, blogs, and DIY publishing to develop more news practices as well as 
conversations around news, that challenge the entrenched division of labour between 
producers and consumers of news and the associated status of the journalist as the sole 
“expert” or definer of “reality”’ (Couldry 2003; Atton 2004). In broad terms the 
distinctions between the dominant mass communications models of the 20th century and 
the emergent 21st century social media framework can be summarized as follows: 
 
Table 1 
Mass Communication Media and Social Media 
 
 MASS 
COMMUNICATIONS 
MEDIA (20TH CENTURY) 
SOCIAL MEDIA (21ST 
CENTURY) 
Media distribution Large-scale distribution; high 
barriers to entry for new 
entrants 
Internet dramatically reduces 
barriers to entry based on 
distribution 
Media production Complex division of labour; 
critical role of media content 
gatekeepers and professionals 
Easy-to-use Web 2.0 technologies 
give scope for individuals and 
small teams to be producers, 
editors and distributors of media 
content 
Media power Assymetrical power 
relationship – one-way 
communication flow 
Greater empowerment of 
users/audiences enabled through 
interactivity and greater choice of 
media outlets 
Media content Tendency towards 
standardized mass appeal 
content to maximize audience 
share – limited scope for 
market segmentation based 
on product differentiation 
‘Long tail’ economics make 
much wider range of media 
content potentially profitable; 
demassification and segmentation 
of media content markets 
Producer/consumer 
relationship 
Mostly impersonal, 
anonymous and 
commoditised (audiences as 
target mass markets) 
Potential to be more personalized 
and driven by user communities 
and user-created content (UCC) 
Business model Audiences cross subsidised 
by advertising (commercial 
media) or taxpayer funding 
(public service media) 
Not clear as yet – may be 
subscription-based, free, 
“freemium”, taxpayer-subsidised 
 
 
The panel on SBS at the ANZCA09 Conference has been part of an ARC Linkage-
Project on citizen journalism in Australia, which has had SBS, Cisco Systems Australia 
and The National Forum (publishers of public affairs e-journal On Line Opinion) as 
industry partners. One outcome of this project was the You Decide citizen journalism 
project around the 2007 Australian Federal election, discussed by the DBCDE in their 
review of Australia’s digital economy (DBCDE 2009; c.f. Flew and Wilson 2008; Flew 
and Wilson 2010.  In addition, there has also been collaboration with SBS around 
understanding the impact of online media on news and current affairs programs and news 
production processes. Heidi Lenffer, a QUT Masters student, was based at SBS 
undertaking ethnographic action research in the Digital Media division over 2007-2008, 
modeled in part on Georgina Born’s pioneering study into the British Broadcasting 
Corporation during the years when John Birt headed the BBC (Born 2004). An important 
element of this project involved interviews with key decision makers about user-created 
content and how SBS may best incorporate this into their online news services.i Key 
findings of this research were: 
 
 User created content could be part of a strategy of diversifying news sources to 
reduce the current heavy reliance of SBS upon international news agencies such 
as the BBC, CNN etc.; 
 SBS has the potential to lever its links into Australia’s many ethnic communities 
to get unique perspectives on international events, thereby avoiding the ad hoc 
“Got a good story? Send us a file” approach that has often characterised limited 
citizen journalism initiatives; 
 User created content could never be the primary solution to diversifying news 
content or improving stories, as there are audience expectations surrounding the 
SBS “brand” and the perceived quality of news content – this is especially true of 
television news, but may be less strong for online; 
 Any call for greater user created content increases the importance of the editorial 
function in news selection, filtering and framing, both for legal reasons and for 
reasons related to SBS’s Charter obligations, its Parliamentary accountability, and 
explicit responsibility to avoid inciting racial or ethnic hatred; 
 The experience so far for SBS from user comments has been positive, and they 
want to avoid pre-moderation of comments and encourage participation by 
focusing upon the 99% of engaged comments rather than the 1% of potentially 
problematic ones.  
 
The second component of this collaboration has involved Sydney-based researcher 
Donald Cameron working with Valerio Veo and SBS Digital Media on monitoring and 
evaluating user participation with SBS’s online news and current affairs sites, such as 
Dateline, Insight, SBS World News and Living Black. While data gathering was 
somewhat disrupted during 2009 by the large amount of time that SBS Television has 
devoted to the Ashes cricket series between Australia and England, some interesting 
preliminary observations can be made. The first is that the stories which attract the most 
Web traffic and comment are those where relevant communities are well represented in 
Australia, as seen with the comments from Sinhalese and Tamil contributors to a March 
2009 Dateline story on the Sri Lankan army’s long campaign against the Tamil Tigers 
guerilla movement. Second, in considering the interface between television programs and 
accompanying online sites, the significance of high-profile presenters plays an interesting 
role. For example, many comments on stories on the Dateline program will make 
reference to its host, the high profile Australian TV journalist George Negus. Third, the 
traffic to SBS news and current affairs sites is less than that to sites such as The World 
Game football site, and those who go to The World Game site tend to stay longer and 
engage more; there was a similar experience with the site accompanying the broadcast of 
the Tour de France. So we need to be careful not to treat the use of online sites of public 
service media organisations as being synonymous with a model of citizenship that only 
relates to news and not to sport or entertainment.  
 I would like to thank Mimi Tsai, Kelly Hussey-Smith, Jean Bowra and Donald Cameron 
for their work in recording and transcribing this session, and also acknowledge the 
support of Georgie McClean and Susanna Larsen from SBS to the project overall, as well 
as Bruce Meagher and Valerio Veo. While the presentations generated a lively discussion 
on the day, we have not included the Q & A from the panel session for reasons of space.  
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